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MOBILE WORKING STUDENTS
A Delicate Balance of College, Family, and Work
Mary Ziskin, Vasti Torres, Don Hossler, andJacob P. K Gross

ncreasingly, education policymakers are turning attention to the access
and persistence of the new college majority,-a group that may be
described as mobile working students (Ewell, Schild, & Paulson, 2003).
Traditionally, much research on college students has focused on students
who graduate from high school and move on to attend a four-year college
on a full-time basis, graduating in four to six years. However, as Adelman
(2006) and others show, even among traditional-age college students this
pattern of linear enrollment is less and less common. Thus, as Kasworm
(chapter 2) also argues, metaphors such as the education pipeline no longer
Jfit. Instead, students are more accurately represented as moving alongpath
ways or even swirling toward postsecondary success.
The experience of the mobile working student as conceived in this chap
ter encompasses multiple aspects of mobility and the varied, nonlinear, and
evolving patterns of college going increasingly characteristic of students
nationwide. One aspect of mobility in this complex and emerging picture
centers on students' experiences at commuter institutions, moving onto and
offof campuses. In addition, students enroll in multiple institutions, moving
between them. Finally, because they move into and out of institutions as well,
the concomitant issues of attrition, stop-out, and degree attainment are also
important to this project.
The role of paid work in these evolving patterns of enrollment, college
experience, and student success is central. As others in this volume also note,
about 80% of American undergraduates worked while attending college in
1999-2000 (King, 2003). This rate represents an 8 percentage point increase
over undergraduates less than a decade earlier, when 72% worked (Cuccaro
Alamin & Choy, 1998). Moreover, the percentage of full-time college stu
dents who are employed has risen steadily over the past three decades, from
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36% in 1973 to 48% in 2003 (Fox, Connolly, & Snyder, 2005). The share of
full-time college students who work at least 20 hours a week has also been
growing, rising from 17% in 1973 to 30% in 2003. Perna, Cooper, and Li
(2006) note the prevalence of work for pay among college students and argue
that we must examine student employment patterns, reduce the financial
need to work, improve the quality of students' employment experiences, and
adapt educational services to better enable working students to achieve, per
sist, and graduate.
Many current education policies at the campus, state, and federal levels
are based on the stereotype of the "traditional student"-one who moves
through the educational system in a linear and predictable manner. In this
context, many campus and state policies-on issues ranging from financial
aid to academic probation-are not designed to serve mobile working stu
dents. Policymakers wishing to reformulate relevant policies for mobile
working students, however, face a dearth of state- and campus-oriented pol
icy research on working students.
The purpose of the chapter is to illuminate students' experiences balanc
ing work, family, and college. Reporting on the analysis of focus groups and
interviews with more than 90 working students attending three commuter
institutions in a Midwestern metropolitan area, Wt'; explore working students'
descriptions and meaning making, with the goal of developing theory and
practice that support equity and success for these students.
The chapter serves the central questions of this volume in a number of
ways. The chapter first highlights and differentiates the diversity of experi
ences typically included under the broad label "working college student."
This discussion improves our understanding of how students make meaning
of school, work, and academic success, thus illuminating how working stu
dents' strategies, decisions, and behaviors are conditioned by varying circum
stances and structures. This kind of inquiry does not lead to causal
explanation. Rather, this research contributes direct and nuanced expression
from students and a contextualized critical analysis of how structures
which include socioeconomic conditions and previous educational experi
ence, as well · as education policy, institutional culture, and praxis on
campus-shape students' experiences and ultimate success in college.
Students' daily lives and the obligations they strive to balance reflect the
changing landscape of culture, economy, history, and college going. Hearing
students' ditect and detailed descriptions of these obligations and the reason
ing used to, balance them is essential to moving higher education research
and institutional practice into areas and orientations that are consonant and
supportive of students' lives.
•
Ih this tesearch, we draw on previous work regarding working students
' (Bradley, 2006; Choy & Berker, 2003; Hughes & Mallette, 2003; Pascare
lla &l Tererizini,
2005; Perna et al., 2006), academic success and degree
,
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attainment (Berger & Milem, 2000; Braxton & McClendon, 2001-2002;
Calcagno, Crosta, Bailey, & Jenkins, 2006; Tinto & Pusser, 2006), and the
role of financial aid in postsecondary access and success (Paulsen & St. John,
1997; St. John, Paulsen, & Starkey, 1996; Stage & Hossler, 2000). Taking
these threads as a point of departure, we define the relevant questions sur
rounding working students as a convergence -of these three problems. The
nexus studies of St. John and colleagues (e.g., St. John et al., 1996) highlight
the need to contextualize models· of academic success within a nexus of
social, academic, and financial pressures. Our study broadens this focus with
the use of relevant qualitative data.
We also draw on a social reproduction perspective to expand the frame
for understanding students' college-going behaviors beyond local processes
and encompass the contexts and complexity of the broader social world. In
adopting this perspective, we hold that educational institutions-and the
structures that define and shape their practices-contribute to the replication
and legitimation of existing social power structures from one generation to
the next. The result of this replication is that students are channeled toward
roles that reflect their class origins, defined in the United States by race/
ethnicity as well as by economic class.
Whereas Bourdieu's (1973) original critiques sought to emphasize the
replicative role of schooling in the face of contemporaneous emphases on the
transformative potential of schools, this chapter builds on the understanding,
also implicit in his work, that educational institutions simultaneously accom
plish both transformative and replicative roles (Bourdieu & Wacquant,
1992). Focusing the chapter this way provides us with important advantages. ,.,
/ For example, taking this approach allows us to acknowledge the dedication
and resistance that faculty, advisors, and students practice in these institu
tions. Dedication and resistance of this kind are rooted in a belief not only
in social mobility, but also in the potentially transformational roles of these
institutions in that mobility. At the same time, it is important to see and
understand the replicative workings of educational institutions and to
broaden the view on improving equity and educational opportunity beyond
the discourse of institutional improvement. Engaging in research to under
stand these workings is not to attribute purposeful or deterministic direction
of students into roles defined in part by racial and economic power. Rather
it is to see how these structures inform all of our actions as educators and
students, as individuals and institutions. In addition it is to understand how
these structures and dynamics shape what we are able to perceive as possibili
ties, as the bounds of our actions. Thus, to approach the research of student
experiences in this way is also to deepen our understanding of praxis through
and within institution�.
Within this social reproduction perspective, Berger's (2000) framework
is particularly relevant because it posits that both institutions and individuals
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seek to optimize economic and cultural capital. Berger sees this as on
e central
mechanism shaping students' enrollment decisions and ultimately th
eir suc
cess in college. Incorporating this view into new research holds pot
ential for
understanding how colleges and universities work within the broade
r social,
econ omic, and political structures that
define and shape educational
opportunity.
Drawing on extensive qualitative data, this chapter sharpens the focus
of
higher education research on working students. The findings contr
ibute to
the development of research and theory surrounding the academic
success of
commuting, working, and independent students. In addition, this
chapter
lays a foundation for education policy and practices based on real exper
iences
and actual enrollment patterns incre asingly cha
racteristic of students across
the country. Where professional development and expectations on
campus
are based on misaligned conceptions of student experience, faculty m
embers,
institutional policymakers, and student ser vices profession als will
struggl e
to skillfully communicate with and support students. The resulting
social
distance can undermine students' efforts to develop a viable path
toward
completing college, especially for those students balancing complex int
erde
pendent goals. In all, this situation exacerbates the replicative potential
of
educational institutions and weakens the t ran
sformative contributions and
orientations that administrators, faculty, practit
ioners, and students bring to
these campuses. Exploring the tensions described in social reproduction
the
ory in this way provides a more direct and nuanced sense of the obligati
ons
and understandings that shape students' experiences balancing family,
work,
and college at these institutions. As a result, this chapter contribut
es
improved tools and frame works that instituti
onal leaders in particular may
use to shape practice.

Previous Research on Working College Students
Higher education research based on the traditional college student exp
e r i
ence has focused on linkages between academic and social integration
, and
on the resulting positive impact on student persistence (Bean, 1985;
Kuh,
1995; Pascarella & Staver, 1985; Pascarella & Terenzini , 1983; Tinto, 1975).
Not surprisingly, studies of working students have found that as studen
ts
devote more time to employment they are less likely to be as engaged
in
academic and social activities (Fjortoft, 1995; Lundberg, 2004). Several stud
ies report a negative relationship between working more th an 15 hours a
week
and social and academic integration (King, 2003; Pascarella & Ter enzini
,
1991; Perna et ial. , 2006), as well as persistence (Cuccaro-Alamin & Choy,
1998; K4lm & Cramer, 2006).
· Other studies have found paid work to have a positive effect on student
(C�oy, 2000; Hom & Bcrktold, 1998; King, 2002). Students who
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worked 1 to 15 hours per week had a higher rate of degree attainment than
did students who did not work and students who worked more than 15 hours
per week (Choy & Berker, 2003). Other research demonstrates that the
number of hours worked per week is unrelated to academic achievement as
measured by standardized tests (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005) or �rade point
_
average (Bradley, 2006; Furr & Elling, 2000). As other authors m this vol
ume contend, the seeming contradictions in research examining the relation
ship between working and student engagement, academic ach ievement, and
persistence warrant further investigation.
Bradley (2006) notes that the literature in this area is defined mainly by
four threads, each separately testing an underlying proposition regarding the
relationship between w ork and college going: (a) that work is detrimental to
students' academic success, (b) that there is a negative correlation between
the number of hours worked and grades, (c) that work in excess of 15 to 20
hou rs per week is detrimental to academic performance, and (d) that t�e
quality or relevance of the work moderate� the e�fe�ts of w:ork on academic
success. Citing less widely pursued conclusions w1thm the literature, Bradley
notes a few studies with findings that support a fifth proposition: (e) that
"there may be no reliable relationship between paid work and academic per
formance" (p. 484). Clearly, more research is necessary to resolve the c? ntra
dictions that characterize the literature and to develop our understandmg of
how paid work influences academic success and degree completio°:.
. .
The extent to which these threads of research adequately consider mstl
tutional context is unclear. Whereas Levin and colleagues (chapter 3) observe
that few studies look at working students at community colleges, we also
'note that little research has examined working students attending four-year
. commuter institutions. Hughes and Mallette (2003) recommend that future
research focus on students at commuter institutions separate from students
in residential institutions.
This chapter considers working students in the context of commuter
institutions in a metropolitan area where work for pay outside of the college
environment is considered the n orm. Our focus on urban commuter institu
tions is supported by data from recent studies. In 2003, for example, 59% of
u ndergraduate students attended college on less than a full-time basis, and
40% of undergraduates attended community colleges (American Council on
Education [ACE], 2005). Urban i nstitutions in particular tend to attract
more working students, a trend that is likely to increase considering that 37%
of undergraduate students at four-year institutions w�re �nancially indepen
.
dent in 2000 (Choy,, 2002). Moreover, urban umversltles tend to serve
commuter, first-generation, and minority students (Elliott, 1994). These
attendance patterns make research on urban commuter institutions critical
to understanding the changing picture of student success. �aro� K�sworm
(chapter 2) offers further support for th e focus on commuter mst1tut10ns.
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As also noted by other chapters in this volume, studies on the effects of
work on academic success seldom examine the effects of working on older
and nontraditional students, who, given commitments to supporting a fam
ily, may not have a choice whether to work (Baum, 2006). The literature
considering community college students, as described by Levin et al. (chapter
3) and other researchers, sheds light on the experiences of this group of stu
dents. In a large-scale qualitative study of working students at community
colleges in several states, Matus-Grossman and Gooden (2002) found that
juggling work, family, and school was a major reason many students reported
for not completing their degree. Lapovsky (2008) offers the following obser
vations regarding adult learners and independent students:
The group we define as independent students based on our current finan
cial aid definitions makes up about half of all undergraduate college stu
dents in the United States today. The students in this group are extremely
diverse; they are characterized by factors that lead them to have a lower
probability of graduating from college than dependent students. (pp.
154-155)

Consistent with these recommendations, Tom Bailey and his colleagues
at the Community College Resource Center are shedding light on the varie
gated and complex world of students enrolled at ·community colleges. Cal
cagno and colleagues (2006) found that older working community college
students enrolled in remedial courses showed greater levels of academic
intensity than younger students did. Neverthdess, Bailey, Calcagno, Jenkins,
Kienzl, and Leinbach (2005) also report that adult community college stu
dents are more likely to enroll in certificate than associate's degree programs;
these two types of programs may be affected in different ways by policy and
practice.
These working students-nontraditional students and students enrolled
at commuter institutions and at community colleges-share experiences that
are both underexamined and central to understanding how to ensure their
genuine opportunity and academic success. Because regional, urban institu
tions and community colleges are more likely to enroll part-time, nontradi
tional, and working adults (Elliott, 1994), the context for this study is an
important contribution; this intersection of students represents a large pro
portion of students at the three site institutions for this study. Consequently,
this research contributes empirical knowledge on little-understood student
experiences that are relevant to the assessment and improvement of educa
tion Bolicies and practices.
iI
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!

Structured tb expand the focus beyond what one institution can do for "its"
studehts, this study explores and describes college going, working, family
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demands, and academic success among students attending institutions in a
single metropolitan region in the deindustrialized Midwest. The chapter
relies on extensive qualitative data and situated description to examine these
phenomena. Our research questions and methods focus on students, student
experiences, and the potential influence institutions and the context of the
region as a whole can bring to students' experiences. More specifically, the
chapter explores the following research questions:
1. What are the characteristics, perceptions, and experiences of mobile
working students who enroll in postsecondary education in this
region?
2. What roles do the demands of college, work, and family life play in
the academic success of mobile working students?
A regional focus is necessary because, as we note earlier, a traditional
model of linear college attendance at a single institution does not provide an
accurate framework through which to understand the complex postsecond
ary patterns of nontraditional students and students who attend commuter
institutions. Moreover, the region of interest in this study offers an opportu
nity to understand how economic trends intersect and interact with educa
tion. Like much of the United States, this region has seen a marked decrease
in manufacturing jobs over the past few decades. Job growth in the region
has occurred in healthcare-related industries, which often require postsec
ondary credentialing. The region's demographic trends also parallel broader
national trends. African Americans and Latinos make up a growing portion
of the overall population, including students enrolled in K-12 education. In
the next 10 to 20 years, the face of postsecondary education in the region
will literally and figuratively look much different from how it has historically
looked, and will change in ways that are similar to what much of the country
will experience. Taken together, these trends suggest that, although this
chapter does not produce broadly generalizable results, many of the findings
may be applicable to higher education throughout the United States.
The students in the Midwestern metropolitan region we study epitomize
mobile working students. In 2003-2004, approximately 15,000 undergradu
ates were enrolled at the three institutions that participated in the study
(regional campuses of two public universities and one multicampus commu
nity college). Few of these students fit into the category of traditional stu
dent; they instead have the following characteristics:
• Nearly 26% were age 30 or older, whereas only 25% were under
age 21.
• Just 44% were enrolled full time.
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• More than 50% neither received nor applied for any form of financial
aid.
• Nearly 30% reported incomes below $30,000.
Students enrolled in these schools are also likely to be working. A recent
survey conducted by the participating institutions showed that more than
80% of students were employed part or full time, more than 35°/o were
. employed full time, and 20% reported working more than 40 hours a week
(Hossler, Gross, Pellicciotti, Fischer, & Excell, 2005).

Study Design
The primary research design for the larger study combines an applied ethno
_
graph1e approach (Chambers, 2000) with a range of descriptive and inferen
tial analyses using a statewide longitudinal student unit record database. In
this chap�er, we share fin?ings from the qualitative portion of the larger proj
ect. Applied ethnograph1e research and robust qualitative data are used to
understand the experiences and identify ways to foster the success of mobile
working students.
The academic success of college students revolves around an interaction
between in�titutio�s and students. Culture is often an· operative part of com
_
plex s�cial interactions such as the ones that occur as institutions of higher
education adapt to evolving student realities. Previous research on student
success has been criticized for its limitations in understanding the processes
and experiences relevant to the persistence of many students: students at
nonresidential institutions (Braxton, Hirschy, & McClendon, 2004), low
income students, students of color (Bensimon, 2007; Guiffrid;:t, 2006; Ren
don, Jalomo, & Nora, 2000; Tierney, 1992), part-time students (Adelman,
2007), working students (Perna et al., 2006), and students who attend multi
ple institutions over time (Adelman, 2007). This study seeks to illuminate
the und?rexa�ined aspects of these interactions in ways that are currently
_
�ot possible with existing data sets and the limitations associated with quan
titative survey r�search methods. It is difficult for surveys to capture the criti
cal or less socially desirable understandings of students and institutions
(Chambers, 2000; Converse & Presser, 1986; Groves et al., 2004), but it is
possible to capture these understandings through qualitative data and the
approaches adopted in this study.

Data Collectio1n Procedures
In the fir!t year !of this study, we conducted a set of focus groups and inter
v_iews ce�tered 9n students' experiences with work. Specific interview ques
tions pro ed: (1�' how students' educational goals and the demands of their
prQgrams,play ipto decisions related to family and work, (2) how students
.
.
.
i
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understand their work lives as affecting their educational decisions, and (3)
how students pay for their education. We also conducted focus groups and
interviews with institutional practitioners and faculty on each partner cam
pus. Although not the focus of this chapter, faculty and practitioner data
have enabled us to derive a complete picture of the interactions at the center
of student success.
To ensure the representation of a broad range of student experiences and
perspectives, student focus group participants were recruited through
required introductory general education courses and ad hoc recruitment in
areas visited by a high volume of students on each campus. The 92 first
round student focus group participants ranged from age 18 to older than 55,
were representative of the region's racial and ethnic diversity, and included
students with and without children.

Data Analysis Procedures
Data analysis began with low-inference coding and, through a collaborative
process, built toward more focused and theoretically defined coding and cat
egorization (Carspecken, 1996). Early analyses of focus groups and interview
transcriptions revolved mainly around an iterative coding process whereby
multiple rounds of open coding and discussions among the research team led
to an initial list of low-inference codes to be applied in subsequent rounds of
thematic coding. We used a qualitative data analysis software package Atlas.ti
to store and organize the data and analyses.
To understand the role of norms and expectations in more extended
exchanges with students, we used pragmatic horizon analysis (Carspecken,
1�96) and focused alternately on "discourses-in-practice" and "discursive
practice" as outlined by Gubrium and Holstein (2000). Consistent with the
recommendations of these approaches, we examined interview data in con
text and by theme in alternation. These processes and the resulting docu
ments provided material for peer debriefing sessions in which we discussed
analyses with outside and collaborating researchers to probe the inferences
folded into our emerging analyses.
Quotes included as examples in the results section below represent
prominent patterns from the analyses. Although we chose one excerpt over
other examples because of its particular features-a succinctness in some
cases or an additional, contextual point brought to the fore-each quote is
drawn from within groupings of similar examples in the focus group data.
In presenting each point, we also include information about the prevalence
of the pattern within the focus group data. We also employ a reflexive process
in selecting examples, probing our own reasoning and perceptions in the
analysis, and probing counterexamples for further nuance.
Trustworthiness, or the quality of the research process; was supported
not only through these reflexive practices but also through the use of a
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research team to collect and analyze data.Each person on the research team
r�presented different life experiences and each had some experience as stu
dent, researcher, or employee at commuter institutions like those considered
i ? this study.Peer debriefing further allowed multiple perspectives to be con
sidered when the codes were examined.

off I'll end up working those two days and then I won't have any
I'll lose time that I'd be either studying or doing homework, or
something like that.
P4: I just go around the time I think somebody can watch the baby.
Although all the students in this exchange appeared to be traditional-age
students, the conversation highlights important differences in their personal
situations as well as in their approaches to balancing work and family obliga
tions along with college study. One participant (P4) was a mother in her
early 20s with two part-time jobs.Another, a full-time student in her mid2os (P2), worked about half time.A third young woman, a dependent stu
dent in her late teens (P3), carried a full-time course load while holding down
two part-time jobs totaling nearly 40 hours per week. The remaining two
participants were young men-a father with a part-time job (P5) and a late
teen dependent-status student (P1) working about 35 hours per week.This
passage provides a particularly concentrated example of the variations in
approaches and personal context that emerged in nearly all the student focus
groups.
Of course this variation reflects variations in life circumstances-of hav
ing children or having parental financial support in some way. We saw some
variation among older students as well, again reflecting different underlying
circumstances.Some lived in multigenerational settings, while others shared
a combined family income either with partners or other relatives.Just as with
the traditional-age students in this example, family obligations differed for
parents and nonparents and with the ages of participants' children.

Results
In this chapter, we focus on how students make sense of their roles actions
and �on?itions with regard to work, family, and college.Our analy;es led u;
to hi_ghligh � two ar�as of students' descriptions: (1) the range of obligations
.
shapmg their daily lives, and (2) their college experiences and perceptions of
connection and disconnection on campus.

Delicate Balances: Students Describe Obligations and
Daily Lives
To answer one of the most basic questions at the heart of this research
What are the daily obligations of working students, commuting students,
a?d �dult le�rne�s? we explored _ in depth how participating students
--:descnbed �h�ir daily lives and routmes. In preliminary focus groups (Her
nandez, Zi�kin, Gross, 8!, Fashola, 2007), we found that working students
often described heavy, highly structured daily and weekly schedules. In the
full round of student focus groups conducted in 2008, we asked students to
tell us about the events, obligations, and contours of their daily lives.
Th� nature and s�ope of these patterns varied greatly across students
.
with different financial and family situations, as illustrated in a brief
exchange among five regional university students:
P2: I schedule work around my classes.Work is just not even that impor
tant.It's not my career.So, I really don't care about it.
P3= ... Working [�ntil late], and closing-like I like to go [out] after
work too sometimes, or study-I have to give myself at least a later
class. So ten's about a good time, because then you, there's a lot
more classes around ten and one, so that's how I pick my classes.
And then ...I did one day longer and one day earlier, so on those
days that I get out earlier from school I can get more hours in at
work. So I did schedule at the beginning and after work pretty
-111uch.:
P1: II just 1q'-e going [to class] two days a week.... [It allows] just more
fime t9 study too.I have Wednesday and Monday to finish what I
-11eed.�o I can do a class for each day if I wanted to.
P5: � usualty do the opposite of that. I usually go to school Monday
trougf the Thursday because I know if I have those two extra days
I
'

t
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Dividing the Week
Participating students described how they structured time as a basic strategy
in balancing work, family, and college.The most common time-structuring
pattern divided the week in varying schedules day-by-day in regular patterns.
This might take the form of planning for classes on Tuesdays and Thursdays
only, for example, to reserve Monday, Wednesday, and Friday for work and
other responsibilities. Perhaps because of its advantages in consolidating
transportation runs and general compatibility with the flexible hourly sched
uling characteristic of many retail and service-industry jobs, this pattern was
described by financially dependent students as well as by students who relied
principally on their earnings to support themselves and their families.This
strategy is illustrated by P2's preceding quote. In many instances, partici
pants presented the resulting routines as stable and manageable.One partici
pant, for example, described a familiar pattern of weekdays focused on
school work and a part-time job scheduled primarily for the weekend:

I

It's not really that hard to balance it. I always have like the week would be,
I'd be up from 7=00 to 10:00 every day doing homework and school and
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work. Like I'll have, I'll do all my [school]work during the week and on
the weekend I'll just work and have some time off. So I just have five long
days and two days where I can just work and relax. It's not that hard to
juggle.

This dependent-status student, in his early 20s, was carrying 16 credit hours
per term and working a flexible part-time job. In addition to characterizing
his routine as not very difficult to manage, the participant stipulated through
added detail that he was both completing his course assignments and regu
larly sleeping 8 hours per night.
Others' descriptions of time structuring were characterized by intensive
multitasking, stressful episodes, and very long weeks. Weeks with major por
tions of each day predesignated for either work or school were typical of this
second group of week-dividers:
I only work on the weekends.So I do 12-hour shifts ... Friday, Saturday,
and Sunday....I ·go to work at six o'clock in the morning. I don't get
home until 6 pm. So if there was homework that I needed to get done, a
lot of teachers give you homework Thursday or Wednesday, because I had
two separate classes each day [last term].And it had to get done by that
weekend, so it was-I didn't have the time to do _it .... I was always
stressed doing homework, and there was never no family time.It was either
homework, or work, or that was basically it.

This participant described her week as completely full. Because she worked
long shifts through the weekend, she noted that it was particularly stressful
trying to fit in enough time to complete assignments between weeks. In a
similar way, another participant-a mother working full time and enrolled
in a community college nursing program-described a week characterized
by an intensive 7-day schedule and long hours:
Well, I get up every day at 6:00.I have classes four days a week....Mon
days and Wednesdays I have one class and I'm done by n:15, but then I go
straight to work and then I work until 7:00 or 8:00.Then the good thing
about my daycare is that she stays open to n:30.So she has a home daycare.
.. . She's a real Christian lady and she takes care of my daughter really
well. So ifl need to stay late she'll keep her for me.I just have to call her
and let her know.And she's there five days a week. Then Tuesdays and
Thursdays are my long days.I'm in school from 8:30 to 5:00....Tuesdays
and Thursdays I don't work but every other day I do work.And then Sat
urday and Sunday [my daughter]'s with my mom .... She's off on the
weekends s� she keeps my daughter.
I
I

I

lil;iis stu�ent drew extensively on multiple sources for childcare. With reli
able and I flexible childcare in place, this student was able to push the limits
I
I
j

I
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of her weeks and meet obligations for family, work, and her degree program.
Later in the discussion, this student expressed a sense of missing her daugh
ter. Despite the intensity and sacrifice, however, the student'.s strong de!er
mination to graduate was reflected in her confidence and m her detailed
description of the remaining steps for completing her degree.
Dividing Days
Another prominent pattern described by participants incorp?rated bo�h
work and school into multiple days. In this pattern, a student might work �n
the morning most days, and then attend cla�ses thr�e or four �fter?oons m
the week. This pattern was most often associated with work situat10ns that
did not offer flexible scheduling, but regular and predictable hours. Students
describing this pattern generally performed shift work or held long-term jobs
in industry, business, or healthcare. Although a small number of dependent
status students described this pattern, for the most part independent students
described their days this way. As is apparent in the f�llowing quote, Rartici
pants who divided time like this often referred to fatigue and long, difficult
days:
Well, during the period that I was working it was, it was a little difficult at
times. I would be a full-time student, be here during the mornings and
afternoons and then have maybe an hour or two to rest or get something
to eat and then go straight to work and work at night from 5:00 to ro:oo
or sometimes a little bit later, come home, eat and be too sleepy to want
to do any homework and then have to wake up in the morning and do it
pretty early before I would go to school again and do the schedule all over
again.

This excerpt shows a student recalling a recent arrangement that she found
untenable. Likewise, in the following brief exchange among three women
enrolled in community college, one participant encapsulates the dynamic of
long days and sleep deprivation in her current situation, while two others
comment:
P3: I just work straight midnights so my days are free [for classes].
P2/P1: That's hard. You get tired though.
P3: My eyes are crooked, but at least I'm available.

This is a particularly concise example o� a pattern d�scr�be� bf �everal stu
dents-a pattern they typically characterized as resulting m dimmished alert
ness while sitting in class or completing course work.
Improvisatory Combinations
A less prominent but still notable pattern of how students structure time may
be characterized as "improvisatory." Routines in this category were often but
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not always presented as unmanageable and driven by intensive multitasking.
In many cases, this pattern coincided with a particularly flexible work sched
ule. In some of those cases, students nested their descriptions within the
broader goal of prioritizing school.In one example, a full-time community
college student described the parameters of her week:
Well, with me I usually get up at about 5:00 in the morning with my hus
band and make him a lunch because that's about the only thing I can do
for him.He has to make dinner every night and he does everything.I have
a flexible [work] schedule.I'm lucky.So whatever my school classes are I
just work my job around it.I just need to get my 40 hours in.Then, like
I said, I play sports some nights but I also work another job of bingo on
Monday nights.Monday through Wednesday I'm not usually home until
about between 10:00 and n:oo.And then if I have to work late on Thurs
days I do, or some Fridays because I work for [a community organization]
and we have different programs.And I work Saturdays.So I work usually
six days a week.Most of my homework gets done when I'm taking my kids
to their soccer games.So while they're playing or practicing or whatever
that's when I usually have the most time to do homework.Some I do at
work and then some of it I do here.
In other instances, this kind of routine focused o·n students' need to fit
school around work and family obligations that were either very demanding
or not entirely predictable. Nearly all parents participating in the study
described a pattern of studying only late at night, after their children were
asleep.One student, for example, described this pattern, detailing the childcare and transportation considerations shaping her daytime hours:
P4: You maybe study at nighttime when the kids are asleep. I have a
teenage daughter who is a freshman at [a local high school] and I
have to be on her like hot water. So I have to make sure that she's
taken care of first.Then I go down to my [younger children].I make
sure that they have their things together....Then when Monday
comes I'm just blessed to have a babysitter.She's able to pick them
up and drop them off.Then I don't have transportation, so I catch
the bus and come to school.By the time I get home my IO-year-old
beats me home.So then I've already decided and planned out what
we're going to have for dinner and get that ready and prepared by
the time they get home. "Eat and do your homework, take a bath,
gpt ready for bed," and start it all over the next day....I don't go
to bed until like 12:30 or 1:00, sometimes later than that.Sometimes
I !may g t like three or four hours of sleep.
1
'
:
I
• Interyiewer: So you're getting up early too....
,
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P4: ... I wake my IO-year-old up at 6:oo because she has to catch the
bus by 7=00. I get the kids up at 7:00 and then get them dressed.
We're all ready by 8:15. By 8:30 [the sitter] picks them up and by
8:35 I'm at the bus stop.I get to school anywhere between 9:30 and
quarter to IO:oo.Then when I leave my last hour about 2:45, I wait
for that bus to come out, or if my mother is off she'll pick me up.
Then I'll call the babysitter and tell her I'm at home.By that time
it's about 3:30 or 4:00 and I'm ·preparing dinner, getting them ready
for bed by 7:30 or 8:00.By 9:00 they're in the bed.
Two things to note in this description are that schoolwork is fit in mainly at
the expense of sleep, and that each day's schedule is predesignated in fairly
tight intervals for school and family obligations. These intervals are stipu
lated nearly down to the minute in the morning, as she gets her children out
the door and herself ready in time to make the bus. If the sitter or a bus is
late, or if a child is sick, much of the whole routine is affected.
Many students juggling school, family, and work naturally raised ques
tions about how to manage competing priorities. The following example,
from a community college student and mother in her early 30s, illustrates
this complexity.
They were telling us that when we start clinicals that we can't work ...
because they can't guarantee that we have either day clinical or night clini
cal.But it's hard because I can't just work weekends.It's just really stressful
) because it's like I barely see my daughter as is and then it's ...almost two
years of this between-....It's like, "Okay I have to quit the job that I
have, or just work Saturday and Sunday, and then do the clinical." But
then I'm not getting paid ...at the clinical....I mean in the long run
its good, but then it's a sacrifice in between.
Numerous concerns and questions are raised in this example.The student
describes needing to balance multiple pressing goals.These demands include
not only fulfilling the requirements for the degree program, but also seeing
her 2-year-old daughter more, working enough hours on Saturdays and Sun
days, and managing the consequent personal and financial sacrifices for her
family. In concluding, she places all of these aims within the context of a
final goal: arriving at a better financial situation by obtaining the degree.A
majority of students who spoke with us exhibited an orientation-somewhat
surprising to us in its prevalence among student comments-toward an
understanding of college principally as a vehicle of social mobility.In many
cases participants' explanations implied that this was the understood purpose
of pursuing college.This excerpt is one of the many examples in which stu
dents from all participating institutions puzzled through worries about
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finances and family life juxtaposed against the belief that graduation will
improve the family's financial situation.
Taken together, these time-structuring strategies illustrate that, with few
exceptions, working students scheduled specific, limited time periods for
school work, rather than taking the time necessary to complete assignments.
Most participants made the homework fit their work schedule instead of fit
ting their schedule around the amount of homework assigned.

Connection and Disconnection on Campus
To explore students' college experiences, we cast a broad net for stories and
descriptions that included statements about students' direct and indirect
experiences at their current institutions. Because students often introduced
their direct and indirect experiences at other colleges as a referent for their
current college experiences, we examined these descriptions as well.We ana
lyzed these statements with a particular eye to the norms, pressures, under
standings, and strategies embedded in what the students shared.
. Students' comments in this area predominantly focused on the possibil
ity of being negatively or positively judged in their programs. Although other
topics were raised in these excerpts, this theme was the most prominent.Not
surprisingly, statements about being accepted or judged often tied to discus
sions of academic success or struggles, but examples of more generally per
sonal descriptions are also present. The following passage focuses on the
theme of feeling accepted-and therefore supported to succeed-regardless
of nontraditional status:
I am past my plan for where I was supposed to be at this age of my life,
but being here has made me feel like, it's okay. It's "you were supposed to
be here, you're supposed to finish and graduate, you're an undergraduate
here.We have the resources, and we have the reputation, and we'll get you
to the places where you're supposed to be."

This student, who originally attended a residential college out of state right
after graduating high school, characterized herself as behind where she
thought she would be by her late 20s. She noted, however, that her more
recent experiel)-ces in college have offset that feeling: "It's okay." Citing her
perceptions of the institution's particular strengths-and possibly also
implicitly referring to the affirming presence of other older students on cam
pus-s�e feels;that this perceived delay will not prevent her from achieving
her goafa (i.e., arriving at where she is "supposed to be").
Many focus group participants recounted experiences at these institu
tions in:highlYi positive ways, as demonstrated in the preceding quote. It is
both affirming and important to witness students relating these rewarding
cci,ices.
is of even mo,e intmst to this study, howevcc, is how and
r
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in what contexts participants introduced these positive descriptions. Positive
feelings regarding campus life stemmed, in example after example, from the
perceived availability of one-on-one interpersonal connections in interac
tions on campus. In one excerpt, an adult learner community college student
recounted a course experience that fostered a sense of connection for her:
I actually had a professor that had a buddy list which she gave us-copies
of ...everybody's numbers and everybody's name. This is how we devel
oped our relationship. If I didn't have a homework assignment and she
didn't have a homework assignment we went to that buddy list.... And
that was agreed upon . . . every student had to agree with that. So that
opened this up. Our class that we had, well we're in English right now
together, but our business class we were just like a big family. And my
teacher was like I've never had a class like you all.So that was beautiful.

According to this participant, the buddy list not only provided a way for
students to contact each other for missed assignments. Rather, the arrange
ment-and the group's collective agreement to it-facilitated a sense of con
nection and exchange among students (e.g., "So that opened this up"; "We
were just like a big family"). In addition to the student-to-student connec
tion, this participant also remembered the instructor expressing a personal
connection with the group. The student found these exchanges not only
rewarding but also personally meaningful; she characterizes the experience as
"beautiful."
A third example from another institution similarly illustrates the central
.
;role that one-on-one connection-or, in contrast, an impersonal setting
plays in students' understandings of campus environments.
The reading lab, last semester, I had to go to all the time.And the girls
knew me by face, "Oh, just sign in, [Tina]. " . . . It's kind of nice to know
that they remember who you are.It's more person-to-person ... here. Your
class settings aren't as big.You get that one-on-one, or the attention that
you kind of need. I couldn't imagine myself in a classroom with 700 people
or r,ooo people, kind of just like a number I guess. To me, here, it's just
more personal.

In expressing her preference for the type of campus she was attending and
attributing the amount of personal attention to the institution's small size,
this student implies that one-on-one interaction was important to her ability
to succeed in college.
Often presented in less directly personal terms, negative experiences
were described in conjunction with feeling either helpless or judged. One
student, for example, began an explanation speaking about nontraditional
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students in general, without including herself in the category until a few sen
tences later, and then only implicitly by referring to "when we were in high
school."
P5: We have nontraditional students and we have traditional students.
��r traditional students are coming out of high school. Our nontra
?itionals have been out of school for 10 or 20 years and they're com
mg back. They're not catching the stuff like that. The math that
they taught in high school now is nothing like what we had when
we were in high school and [faculty] don't understand that.
P3: Well, there are some that understand and they just don't care.
PG: Yeah, they don't care.

As. we suggested earlier, this quote is somewhat unusual-although not

umq�e among t�e s�ud�nt focus groups because it includes some negative
-:descnptton of the mstttut10n. More relevant to this discussion, however, the
exchange is typical of how the community college participants made sense of
the dynamics of academic success for older students on campus. The student
asserted first t�at :1ontr�ditional students at this community college were
_
havmg academic difficulties. She then theorized that the difficulties stemmed
from years of being away from school and, in particular, from how the mate
rial, �n math, f�r example, had changed in the intervening years. According
to this explanatton, courses are built on the current high school math curric
�lu� and do _not match what older students learned in high school. Finally,
m this scenario, the faculty do not realize this situation and therefore fail to
adjust the co�rse or offer a way for nontraditional students to bridge the gap.
_
The alternative explanatton, offered by another participant, is that instruc
tors understand the trouble but either do not think it matters if nontradi
tio�al studen�s struggle or fail to identify it as their responsibility to help.
_
This descnptton not only centers on curriculum and faculty practice, but
also suggests a distance in communication between students and faculty.
A second exa�ple brings out further complexity in college experiences.
Students' per�ep�tons about �onnecting with institutions most often impli
cated academtc difficulty, as m the following story:
Bu� when r.ou go ...to financial aid they feel like it's coming out of their
pocket to give you money to pay for your classes.They're worse than work
ing,with the folks at the aid office.They talk to you like you don't know
nothing, like you're dumb.To me that just makes me really teed off. So I
hav� to ex�use myself because, see, I have a very potty mouth.I say things
_ ,
tha� amt rfght.So I excuse myself and leave until I'm in a better frame of
mi1d. ThiJ is my sec�nd go aroun� here. I waduated from [community
,
coll�ge] wt.th an associate s degree m early childhood education. So now
I'm back r nursing. The [entrance exam for the nursing program]! Like
l
f
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these ladies over here, my worst subject is that math.And that's probably
everybody else's too. I have just decided that I'll just take one class during
the summer and practice the [exam] ... so that when I do decide to pay
my $30 maybe I'll pass. But I'm like them. I work part time and I have
three kids at home and I'm trying to pay rent.I'm the only person working
in my household. So between trying to juggle rent, car note, [electricity],
cable, and whatever else I may want to do, I have to do it out of my
income.And $30 to give to somebody that I know that I'm not going to
pass a test is stupid. I'm not going to do that.

This student first recounted some sensitive exchanges surrounding financial
aid. We cannot know the real course of events in these interactions but can
conclude from this description that the student perceived resistance from the
financial aid staff. The student related specifically the feeling of being talked
down to, suggesting once again the consequentiality of perceived social dis
tance in how students experience college. Moreover, the student saw this
behavior as normatively incorrect and believed that she responded in ways
that worsened the exchange ("I say things that ain't right"). The frustrating
quality of her financial aid example was then linked immediately to more
global frustration with the college experience.
The second half of this excerpt focuses on academic difficulties described
within the context of the student's stretched financial situation. Whereas the
final sentences focus on the decision not to pay an exam fee-and therefore
not to take the entrance exam-the repeated references to her own expecta
tion that she would not pass the test despite having completed prerequisite
Joursework clearly reflect an important part of her frustration.
Although positive descriptions far outnumbered negative descriptions of
campus experiences, both exemplify two sides of the same perception from
students. This perception centers on the belief that they are at risk of being
judged out of place in college-whether they attribute it to age, race, finan
cial situation, academic performance, or work and family obligations-and
they link this risk to their ability to succeed. Throughout the many positive
and negative descriptions offered in these focus group discussions, students'
comments hinged on the perceived possibilities of interpersonal connection
and the perceived acts of judgment or affirmg.tion from faculty, staff, and
fellow students.

Discussion
This chapter focuses on how students in one metropolitan area balance obli
gations related to work, family, and college. The range of experiences repre
sented in the focus groups is wide and complex, encompassing multiple
dimensions of balancing these combined demands. By examining how the
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study participants make sense of their experiences, we begin to see how struc
tures, norms, and implicit theories shape their strategies and ultimately con
dition their academic success. Moreover, we begin to see how questions
regarding the academic success of working students, commuting students,
and adult learners can be understood not only in light of previous research
on student success, but also with an eye to understanding the workings of
social reproduction through the educational context. With this type of analy
sis, findings can be extended to illuminate ways to impr.ove practice to
enhance equity and academic success for these college students.
Prior to this volume, much higher education research on working stu
dents has narrowly focused on traditional images of college going. The
increased prevalence of employment during college makes it plain that work
ing students are neither exceptions nor a monolithic group. This chapter
illuminates the central dimensions along which mobile working students'
experiences are differentiated. For example, whether participants described
college going while balancing family and work obligations as manageable or
unmanageable seemed to depend primarily on the reliability of income for
basic needs (in some cases associated with dependent financial status) and,
for parents of young children, the availability of reliable childcare.
This finding shows the workings of social reproduction in multiple ways.
It shows that the stability needed to make this delicate balance work is more
easily accessible to students from higher socioeconomic backgrounds and less
accessible to students whose financial and social situations do not provide
the necessary resources to troubleshoot and recover when disruptions inevita
bly occur (e.g., a car breaks down; a child with a fever cannot go to child
care). On a concrete level, the necessary resources include accessible, reliable,
and flexible transportation and support for family obligations (most predom
inantly childcare). Neither financial aid policy nor broader public investment
in social supports (e.g., childcare, public transportation, student aid, health
care) provide the level of support necessary to maintain and succeed in the
situations described by participants. Those students who have private access
to these resourc.es are more likely not only to sustain their efforts and recover
from inevitable disruptions, but also to be seen as stable, serious, and capable
in college contexts. In this way, social reproduction is clearly under way.
It is against this backdrop that students, practitioners, and institutions
work to resist these replicative pressures and create transformative spaces and
experiences wit�in education. Highlighting these two dimensions in the vari
adon of: student experience provides an important direction for future
research-iJt also! points to implications for practice, confirming, for example,
the condnued tentrality of financial aid, transportation, and childcare in
instituti9nal ef(brts to support the academic success of students as they bal
ance wor�, famHy, and school.
•1
!
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Students with different obligations follow different paths and obviously
face different pressures. Nevertheless, this chapter suggests some commonali
ties across situations as well. With only a few exceptions, participants orga
nized their days around tightly packed intervals of structured activity. Open
ended time for studying and course assignments-only rarely mentioned by
study participants-may be a casualty of tight financial circumstances, but
perhaps also of a societal orientation legitimating work for pay and struc
tured activity over other types of endeavor. Material needs and conditions
clearly inform students' time-structuring decisions, but cultural norms about
work and money may play into the pattern as well. If students with tightly
structured schedules are driven by both economic factors and the predomi
nant norms at institutions where most students pursue work and college
simultaneously, and if more privileged students are subject to norms that
allow for less tightly structured schedules, the potential for social reproduc
tion is plain. These complexities show how subtle and entrenched patterns
of social reproduction through schooling can become (Bourdieu & Passeron,
1979). Institutions and researchers need to understand more about how cul
turally situated pressures exist and shift across time and between regional and
economic contexts. Moreover, as McDonough and Calderone (2006) sug
gest, inquiry should focus on how cultural norms around work and money
inform the expectations and experiences of both students and practitioners.
A nuanced and empirically grounded understanding of both conditions and
norms can help higher education researchers break loose from models for
student success that presuppose continuous enrollment and 6-year gradua
tion rates and can inform practitioners in ways to advise and connect with
working students.
This chapter also identifies academic difficulty as a pivotal matter to
many students. Moreover, results underscore the relevance of the sorting
function of education in students' implicit theories regarding college.
Together, academic difficulty and the consequentiality of interpersonal con
nection form a crux for the positive and negative college experiences our
participants described.
There is a component of education that is itself discursive. Students, fac
ulty, practitioners, and policymakers (and researchers) all attend to the dis
courses of selectivity, merit, and the sorting function in college. These
arguably comprise an important part of what we write about and experience
as the workings of capital in research on student academic success. Under
standing that you belong on campus-and that an institution believes in that
belonging and your potential-are important assets in succeeding as a stu
dent. Privileged students most likely take this acceptance for granted and
trust implicitly in its truth. Our findings suggest, in contrast, that these ques
tions remain open and salient for participants in this study. Students' com
ments suggest that combating the expectation of being judged saps their
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energy, complicates their interactions on campus, and undermines their aca
demic success. In this way, the norms and structures of educational institu
tions, including the institution of higher education research, channel
students toward class- and race-defined roles that reflect their current posi
tions, thus undermining the potential for social mobility and the transforma
tive purposes students often cite as the reason for going to college. Stigma
resistant forms of academic support and broad-based efforts to foster one
on-one interaction between students and others on campus are bound to
increase the affirming experiences that so many students described. The same
snategies may also decrease the kind of negative distancing experiences stu
dents also described.
Students' positive comments also reflect the workings of social reproduc
tion and resistance. While suggesting the likelihood of continued student
success, participants' assertions that they prefer the environments at these
institutions may also point to troubling implications with respect to college
choice and the cultural capital of institutions (Berger, 2000). In these appre
ciative statements, students implicitly contrasted the regional campuses and
community college with institutions they characterized as higher status.
Statements about preferring how things are in these institutions (implicitly
designated as lower status) suggest that forms of habitus may be at work in
students' college choice process.

Conclusion
In: summary, this chapter highlights important dimensions of the experiences

of working students. Exploring time-structuring strategies suggests how stu
dents are able to sustain their efforts. The central dimensions marking the
tenable from the untenable included basic financial resources (including
transportation, and money for books, childcare) and support for family obli
gations. The focus group results also show how personal interaction and the
discourse of being judged come together as a crux around which students
experienced connection and disconnection on campus. This dynamic comes
into particularly strong relief in students' experiences with academic
difficulties.
• Building on implications forwarded by McDonough and Calderone
(2006), we recommend further study of cultural norms pertaining to work,
money, academic merit, and institutional prestige among students, college
counselors, financial aid professionals, and college faculty. Continued
inquiry i� this yein can provide differentiated and contextualized descrip
tions of tp.e structures and norms within which working students operate.
This kind of fidding is necessary for researchers, practitioners, and policy
makers tol see thb complexities and varied experiences often conflated under
:/
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the single category "working student." Moreover, by exploring how the
norms adopted by practitioners come together with working students' norms
and expectations in educational contexts, this kind of research will prepare
institutions and practitioners to offer the kinds of interactions, advice, and
academic support that will connect working students to campuses and sup
port their success.
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W

ith rising college prices, it is increasingly necessary for college stu
dents to work while enrolled. Research (Astin, 1993; Berkner,
Cuccaro-Alamin, & McCormick 1996; Horn & Carroll, 1996) has
found that the more a college student works, the less likely she or he is to
persist in college. Astin found that traditional-age college students who work
off campus more than 20 hours a week tend to be less successful than stu
dents who work fewer hours in an on-campus position.
Little has been written, however, about the academic outcomes of non
traditional students, defined as those who are older than age 25 and/or who
have children, who work. This is an important population to focus on
because, in 1999, about 39% of students enrolled in postsecondary education
were older than the age of 25 (Choy, 2002) and the National Center for
Education Statistics (2008) expects the enrollment of adult students to
increase by 21% from 2005 to 2016, surpassing the growth of traditionally
aged undergraduate enrollment. Because most of these older undergraduate
students work while enrolled in school (Horn, Peter, & Rooney, 2002), their
experiences of academic success in the context of balancing work and school
is an important area of study.
More likely to be financially independent (Horn & Carroll, 1996) and
have children than their traditional-age counterparts (Kasworm, Polson, &
Fishback, 2002; Matus-Grossman & Gooden, 2002), many adult students
have to work to support their families while they attend school. Unfortu
nately, many of these students are not successful in attaining a degree, as
Pusser et al. (2007) concluded that adult students who work 20 hours or
more a week are at "high risk" of failure. Berker, Horn, and Carroll (2003)

